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CHAPTER ONE

“I ain’t never beat up a guy in a tux before,” the grinning thug commented, his outstretched hand closing around the crisp hundred dollar bills.

“Enjoy yourself,” Alex Holt recommended, “just don’t break my jaw or any other vital part.”

Dusk had settled on the parking lot next to the hotel, only a few stragglers still making their way into the Gala.  The chill wind off Lake Michigan careened around the tall buildings as evening fell, tugging at Alex’s dinner jacket. 

“So you’re clear on what you’re to do?” he asked.

“Hell, yes. When this bitch,” he held up a photo, “comes to her car, I do a snatch and run.”

“That’s right. Make sure you get the right woman. I’ll be right behind her as she leaves the hotel. Then when you’re mugging her, I come to her rescue. You run off, dropping her purse as you go.”

The grin on the mugger’s face broadened. “I don’t usually drop things.”

“Don’t worry about your reputation,” Alex told him sardonically. “I’m paying you handsomely to botch this purse snatching.”

The other guy shrugged, shoving the bills into his pocket.  “Weird way to try and impress a woman.”

“I’m a weird kind of guy,” Alex said. He’d never before done anything as strange as pay to get assaulted in order to meet a woman, but this was a special situation...and he suspected a special woman. “You know which car is hers?”

“Yeah.” The thief looked affronted. “That black BMW sports car over there.”

“Memorize the plate number I gave you,” Alex instructed. “I don’t want any mistakes and if you mug the wrong woman, you’re on your own. I never met you.”

“I won’t go handling anyone but your woman,” the mugger assured him.

“Go easy on the ‘handling.’ I don’t want her hurt.”  Alex’s words were crisp. He might be coloring outside the lines by approaching Eden Merritt this way, but he wouldn’t forgive himself if he let her get hurt. “In fact, I don’t want a scratch on her. Focus your efforts on me and make it look realistic.”

“Okay,” the other guy promised, the grin still on his face.

***
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Eden sipped from the glass in her hand, her gaze idly surveying the glittering crowd. As these kind of charity events went, it was a good party, but she had other things on her mind. If her boss, Michele Broussard of Michele Cosmetics, hadn’t gone on a protracted vacation, Eden would be at home working on the details of the “Passions” ads.  The ad campaign had to be looked over before she could sign off on it and she still had the latest report from Robert Bergere to read.

Moving through the chattering crowd, the women beautiful in designer gowns and jewels, the men looking elegant in tuxedos, Eden worked her way around the room. She spoke to a number of acquaintances, moving steadily toward the door.

Feeling tired, her feet aching in a pair of costly new heels, Eden headed toward the exit. Through the ballroom doorway she went, leaving the hotel.

The wind off the lake skittered around her, lifting playfully at the skirt of her short green evening dress. Because she was cutting out early, the sidewalk leading to the lot where she’d parked her car was empty.

Her head full of plans for the new wrinkle-reducing product, Eden didn’t notice the shadow beside her car until it moved suddenly.

A startled shriek escaping her throat, she shrank back in terror from the masked man, her heart rate tripling in a matter of seconds. He seemed huge in the inadequate light, looming up between her and the hotel.

“Your purse, lady,” her attacker said in a bizarrely genial tone as his big, meaty hand latched on to her arm.

Involuntarily, Eden squeaked and pulled back from him, the sensation of his hand on the skin of her arm panicking her. The cold metal of her car behind her, her attacker in front of her, she could see no escape.

Her hand shaking, she held out her purse.

“Hey!” A man’s voice called out from across the parking lot, the sound of his footsteps coming closer. “Is someone in trouble?”

Her power of speech suspended by terror, she couldn’t do more than croak out a strangled plea, the sound seeming to evaporate as it left her mouth. Turning toward the newcomer, her attacker kept hold of her arm, her purse now in his huge hand.

“What are you doing?” the other man demanded, his voice sharp as he sprinted up to her car. “Let go of her!”

The last word was barely out of her rescuer’s mouth when the attacker’s fist slammed into his face. His head snapped back, but he blocked the bigger man’s next blow in a surprisingly wiry move.

Frozen, Eden watched as the two men traded blows, in the narrow space between the parked cars, her formally-attired rescuer taking the worst of it. He was not quite as tall as the mugger and not as heavy. Taking a couple of vicious blows to his midsection, her rescuer doubled over. He fell back against her car with a grunt of pain.

It was over in a matter of seconds. Without a glance at her, the thief turned and fled into the darkness.

“Oh my God,” she said, moving to where he sagged against the trunk of her little Z4. “Are you all right?”

“Did he...hurt you?” the man asked, his words painfully labored.

“No. Thank God, you came out just then.”

In the dim light, Eden couldn’t see clearly, but she could see well enough to identify him. She knew her Sir Galahad had a nice pair of muscular shoulders, short, dark hair and the kind of blue eyes that got women in trouble.

He was Alex Holt, the big-dog businessman who’d been honoree of the evening’s charity event. Feared and respected for his business-acumen, tonight he had been lauded for his significant donations to cancer research.

Looks, money and chivalry all in one incredible package.

Eden smiled inwardly. She might have gotten the bejeebers scared out of her and lost her purse, but she couldn’t imagine a better consolation prize. At least one area of her life was looking up.

***
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“You want four boxes of Payday candy bars?” the grocery store clerk asked incredulously. “We don’t normally sell them by the box, ma’am.”

“I know,” Eden Merritt said shortly. She stood in a discount grocery in Buck Town which was far from River North where she lived. Lately, her demand for her daily fix of Payday bars and chocolate milk had grown to such proportions she could no longer supply her need at her usual grocery. It was just too damned embarrassing.

No matter how much she wanted to call Alex, go over to his place and toy with the thought of having sex with him when she'd only known him two weeks, she knew she wouldn't. Too soon, and she was too damned distracted. A moment like that she wanted to enjoy, if it did end up happening for them.

Now, she plunked down a hundred dollar bill on the counter and said tersely, “Just ask the manager if you sell them by the box, okay? And could you make it quick?”

It was already past ten o’clock in the evening and before returning to her apartment, she had to stop at the grocery two blocks over to pick up several gallons of chocolate milk. There were worse addictions. At least, the stress-relieving properties of Payday bars and chocolate milk wouldn’t land her in jail, although diabetes was a possibility.

She still remembered the day she ate her first Payday bar when she was ten years old. Her father’s half-sister, Kim, who was Eden’s age, had forgotten the salty-sweet treat she’d left at the Merritt’s ratty apartment. After Kim had gone, Eden had stuffed the pilfered candy bar into her mouth as she lie on her narrow bed in the stifling, small room she shared with her step-brother of the moment. Back in those days, even treats as inexpensive as candy were hard to come by.

From that day on, Payday bars—soon joined with dark and chocolaty milk—had been her drug of choice.

Collecting her change from the mentally-dense checker five minutes later, Eden carried her boxes of treasure out to where her BMW Z4 sat waiting. The lights overhead buzzed noisily underlining the emptiness of the dark parking lot. Eden had lived in Chicago so long, she discounted the ever-present city noises.

Getting into her car, she locked the doors, shuffling her boxed Payday booty into the passenger seat next to her slim briefcase.

From the console between the seats, her phone beeped, an indicator of a missed call. Despite her growing sugar craving, Eden started the car and picked up the phone. She ought not to care if anything were wrong at Michele Cosmetics corporate headquarters, but habits died hard and she knew any number of department heads would respond to an emergency by punching in her number first.

Cocooned against the night as she sat in her locked car, Eden listened to her voice mail.

“It’s me,” Jessica’s recorded voice proclaimed. “Just checking in on how things are going in corporate hell. Sure glad I’m not there anymore and wishing you weren’t either. Call me.”

With a wry smile at her best friend’s message, Eden tossed the phone next to the boxes on the passenger seat. She tore into the top box, ripping the flimsy cardboard as she struggled to get the lid off.

The candy wrapper opened easily and she sighed as the smell of salty, roasted peanuts and candy nougat filled the car.

How could Michele have stabbed her in the back this way?

Biting into the Payday, she fought off the sense of unreality and made herself grapple with the truth.

After years of devoting her life to her company goals, Michele Broussard, Eden’s boss and mentor at Michele Cosmetics, had gone off on a seniors’ cruise, found a younger man and lost her mind. Those were the pertinent facts as far as Eden was concerned.

The woman she’d looked up to and respected, the closest thing she’d had to a successful female role model, had apparently reconnected to her emotional side and given her rational mind the heave-ho.

At the prompting of her sixty-year old lover, Michele was busily making-ready to appoint his niece as Michele’s successor at the head of the company. As hard as it was to comprehend, Michele was jettisoning Eden along with her rationality. 

Never mind that as director of operations Eden had worked as her right-hand these past five years. Never mind the fact that promises had been made many times over. Forget all that.

Her teeth severing a bite of Payday bar, Eden told herself to particularly forget how she’d thought she’d found a mother figure in Michele...someone she could respect and trust.

Her own mother lived her life in a series of emotional and financial crises. The seemingly sane, calm and supportive Michele had been a wonderfully refreshing change.

That should have been her first hint at how wrong her perception of Michele had been, Eden thought. Maybe there weren’t any sane women when it came to the male species.

Angrily crunching her way through another bite of peanut-covered nougat, Eden snapped her seat belt in place and shifted into gear, wheeling out of the lot.

She was eating too many Paydays this last month. She knew that, but this particular taste on her tongue had always meant a furtive sense of reward to her. Growing up with a father who rarely worked and a mother who’d never come to terms with her poor relationship choices, Eden hadn’t found many rewards. The ones she had discovered, unfortunately, never came without a price.

Never was that fact more evident to her.

Even that original stolen Payday had haunted her. Despite growing up with nothing, she’d never been able to cheat or steal, particularly from someone she liked. Two years after the fact, she’d mailed three bucks to Kim with a confession.

But regardless of that original, absolved guilt, salty peanuts and sweet nougat still tasted like reward to Eden.

She’d never understood how she’d escaped the family tradition of lying, stealing and generally living off of other people. But even if her situation now would be easier if she were more like her shiftless, irresponsible father, Eden identified more with her uncle George’s work ethic. George might be a prick, but he’d single-handedly built his own multi-million dollar cosmetics company.

Since the upright George didn’t believe in nepotism, when she was younger it had only made sense for Eden to shift her drive to succeed in the business to Michele Cosmetics. She loved the cosmetics world, loved it so much that she’d dedicated the last twelve years to it.

Working her ass off had gotten her to the executive level, gotten Eden close enough to her goals that losing out at this point would kill her hopes for the company. Hell, it would mean the end of her hopes in general.

She knew without a doubt there was no where else for her to go. Michele Cosmetics was her life.

***
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Two weeks later, sitting next to Eden in a booth at Emiliano’s, Alex Holt watched her unwrap the gift box.

She sent him a quick smile. “Do one month anniversaries usually call for gifts? I didn’t know if I should get something for you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he recommended, smiling across the booth’s small table at her. “Just open mine.”

“Oh,” she said, chuckling as she pulled the handcuffs out of the box, holding the linked chrome bracelets up in the gleaming candlelight. “Is this a not-so-subtle hint that we should take our relationship to the next level? And are you trying to tell me something about your...preferences?”

“Absolutely not,” Alex said, grinning.

“I don’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed,” she said, her voice husky as her gaze lingered on his face.

Needing no further invitation, Alex leaned toward her, his mouth coasting over hers in a kiss that left him hungry. The sweet warmth of her breath, the softness of her pliant lips, drew him back for a second, lingering kiss.

Smiling across the table at her as he straightened, Alex said, “I prefer to let my...preferences speak for themselves, when called for. The cuffs are a memento of the man who brought us together. I feel sure he’s wearing something similar at this very moment.”

“Oh! That’s right. Our mugger,” she said. “Do you know? I can’t help but have semi-tolerant thoughts of him since he didn’t get my purse, after all. Being mugged in the parking lot that night seemed about right with how things have gone lately, but meeting you was an unexpected bonus to nearly being robbed.”

Alex touched his lip, assuming a pained expression. “Despite his role in our first meeting, I have to admit my thoughts of ‘our mugger’ aren’t all loving.”

She laughed, as he’d meant her to, the sound a warm ripple that made him want to lean over again and cover her mouth with his own.

His original interest in Eden had been motivated by a specific purpose, but he’d inserted himself into her life on a personal level for no other reason than the gut-punch he’d felt when he first looked at her photo. As he sat here across the table looking at her sparkling green eyes and lush mouth, he had to acknowledge he might have gotten in over his head this time.

The deft management of people and money in the business world required a fair amount of finesse and the willingness to take risks. Also, some “stones,” according to his lawyer and right-hand, Bryan. Alex assumed his anatomy measured up fine since he’d achieved a reasonable level of success so far.

But Eden Merritt was no push-over, by any definition. A beautiful and intelligent woman, she’d occupied his thoughts for many a waking midnight hour this past month.

From what he’d learned about her, she’d attained her position at Michelle Cosmetics through savvy and hard-driving determination. She was also the sexiest woman he’d encountered in the last ten years. A few simple kisses and his body had gone into overdrive.

Not only sexy as hell, she’d turned out to be a good person, in his estimate. A rarity in business, Eden appeared to be a straight-shooter, with a minimum of bull.

He liked her almost as much as he hungered for her. 

With an inward smile, Alex acknowledged the irony of the situation. It would serve him right if he fell for a woman originally intended to be his quarry. For all Eden’s competence and her urban gloss, she possessed a honesty and directness he found compellingly sexy.

He very much hoped she wouldn’t fight him in his takeover bid with Michele Cosmetics. For the first time, he found himself thinking and re-thinking his plans—obsessing almost—to make especially sure the other person didn’t get hurt.

It was his usual preference for business to be as painless as possible, but he’d never been this careful before. He wanted to come out of this takeover with all the goodies, Eden included.

If the two of them could jump the hurdle of his acquiring Michele Cosmetics, who knew what might happen between them? He knew as he sat here with her that he didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“Oh, this is a good way to end the day, having dinner with you,” she said as she leaned back in the booth, the sleek cap of her short, dark hair brushing against the seat. “I was needing to laugh.”

“Another rough day at work?” he asked sympathetically.

Eden shrugged. “Wendi is impossible. It’s crazy to think of making her CEO of Michele Cosmetics. Michele’s new boyfriend has completely stolen her common sense. I’d really thought better of her. Before him, she was a sane woman. Now I think I could get a judge to agree she’s suffering from some kind of insanity in the last three months. The damned woman never works!”

“Wendi or Michele?” Alex asked as he leaned forward to fill her glass. Eden’s boss was an old woman well beyond her productive years, but he knew Eden still felt a tie with Michele.

“Both! Michele gave the Pretty Me make-up line to Wendi, but she refuses to take care of it. She hands everything off to me. I’m directing the development of new products for the line, overseeing the marketing campaign, making the production decisions. Everything.”

“If its her responsibility, why do you handle it?”

Eden looked surprised. “Because the line will suffer if I don’t take care of it. Someone has to make marketing and product decisions.”

“But if you didn’t step in, Michele would soon see that Wendi’s not doing her job.”

“I’m not so sure. Michele’s rarely in the office these days. She spends most of her time vacationing with Carl,” Eden said, shaking her head. “And by the time, she did notice a problem, the ‘Pretty Me’ line would be significantly damaged. We’d suffer a loss of revenue.”

Alex heard the possessiveness in her voice, watching her as she took a sip of her water. It troubled him that she was still so tied to the company he planned to dismantle, but he brushed the thought away, concentrating on all the opportunities she’d have once free of Michele Cosmetics. In truth, she was getting a raw deal at the company. She deserved better.

“Would it seem like tattling to tell Michele that Wendi’s not doing her job?” he asked with sympathy, letting his gaze linger pleasurably on her face. 

“I have told her,” Eden said with frustration. “But despite all our years of working together, Michele won’t hear a word I have to say now. She is truly behind Wendi. Or behind Carl who is, of course, Wendi’s uncle! And Carl is all that matters to Michele now so she supports Wendi’s every suggestion, applauds her so-called ‘innovations’ and generally makes an ass of herself when it comes to anyone questioning Wendi.”

Watching her, Alex recognized and regretted Eden’s frustration level. She was getting crap all the way around, mostly due to choices that were not her own.

He wanted to make it better for her. Whether she knew it or not, what was good for him would be good for her, too. Her situation now was intolerable.

Was she ready to hear his proposition? His team had originally targeted Eden in the hope that he could form an alliance and win her assistance in his takeover bid. But he was reluctant to speak now that the moment of truth seemed close at hand. This was dicey business, even more than the other business deals, he’d worked. It was complicated for the very reason that not only business was at stake here. He’d let things get very personal. It would have been so much simpler if he hadn’t liked her so much.

Regret wasn’t high on his list of worthwhile experiences, but as he sat across from her trying to find a good way to broach the subject of his take-over bid, he knew regret. There had to have been a less calculating way to get into her life.

At least, he hadn’t had sex with her...yet.

Depending on how he handled this, he’d either be her hero or her enemy and he much preferred the former role.

“It must be hard to come to this point after all the years you’ve worked with Michele,” he commented finally. “She’s been like your family and then she turned on you. You’ve handled the whole mess very professionally. Michele doesn’t deserve all the slack you’ve cut her.”

“No,” Eden agreed, her beautiful mouth in a wry smile, “she doesn’t. She deserves my letter of resignation on her desk two weeks ago, at the very least. I’d like to see her and her bimbo run the business now! And I’d have taken another position if my other avenues had panned out. But like I said, I’m trapped. If I leave Michele Cosmetics, I have to give up a career I love. Some people say business is business, but they’re wrong. The beauty industry is what I’m good at.”

After a short pause, Alex said, “Didn’t you say something about an uncle you might be able to work with in some capacity? What does he do?”

Would she confide in him about her compromised position regarding her family relationship to George Thompson? If Thompson had pulled his head out of his ass and offered Eden a position, Alex’s plans for Michele Cosmetics would have to be redeveloped. He could think of worse things. At least, Eden would get what she truly deserved.

From the expression on her face, however, he had to conclude that George Thompson’s head was still firmly lodged in its usual position.

“He runs his own business,” she said noncommittally, her face losing some of its lively sparkle.

“What kind of business?” Alex pressed. “Would he have any use for your expertise?”

Waiting while she formed her response, he considered how he could best tell her he knew of her disastrous family tie. He would never actually reveal the compromising information to anyone at Michele Cosmetics. He might, however, need to remind Eden just how vulnerable she was. If he could find out that she was closely related to Michele Cosmetics’ biggest regional competitor, others could. People who were gunning for her, unlike him.

Nothing good would come of Eden staying where she was now. She needed to take his offer, needed to move on. He’d spent the last ten years building up a multi-million dollar business. Knowing how to make an offer sound good was a deeply ingrained habit.

In the early morning hours, awake as usual to greet the dawn, he’d gone over and over his pitch. Deals always went better when everyone felt like they were winning. Could he make this one seem that way for Eden? Everything would work out so much better for them all if she could see that her own best interests lie with him.

Alex was hopeful. She was a smart, savvy woman.

Aware of an unusual tension as he prepared to make his pitch, he tried to believe she’d see how his proposition benefited her.

“So your uncle is in what business?” he asked again.

This could be the beginning of a terrific relationship, he thought as he waited for her response. Eden’s business skills commanded his respect, but he was most won over by the straight-arrow truth in her. Unlike a lot of people, she held to an ethical standard. Even as he acknowledged the thought, Alex recognized the irony. He liked her ethics...and he was here to get her to do something he knew would be contrary to her ethics. At least, that’s how she might see it.

Hopefully, she’d take a bigger view. If she could see that business was business and his taking over Michele Cosmetics was simply a good money decision, she might not go postal on him.

Alex very much wanted to stay connected to her. He enjoyed her company more than any woman he’d dated and he wanted her with a fierceness that left him aching. He normally didn’t sleep much, but with her there next to him, he wouldn’t mind the waking hours in the night.

Eden shook her head slowly, not answering Alex’s direct question. “I’m not going to work for my uncle. There are...conflicts. Problems there that are not be solvable.”

Swirling the liquid in his glass, Alex said, “This past month you’ve given Michele the time to realize her screw-up in appointing Wendi as her successor, even if she is sleeping with Wendi’s uncle. You’ve also tried to find other jobs in your line of work. What’s next?”

“I don’t know,” she admitted tiredly, her chin sinking into her cupped hand.

Alex waited, his brain almost unwillingly alert to every nuance of her expression. Normally at this moment, he felt his senses grow razor-sharp, sensing his opponents wavering. How long had he been in this business of making a profit on other people’s failure? It had grown to be a familiar role.

Eden looked up then, smiling at him. “Let’s not talk about my shitty boss or my revenge fantasies anymore. Tell me about your niece’s basketball game last night. Did she win?”

“They lost six to eight,” he told her, resisting the impulse to haul her over the table and make hot, hungry love to her. Distraction was a good thing, he’d found. But instead of making a scene for Emiliano’s customers, he said, “Tell me about your revenge fantasies.”

Her smile grew lopsided. “You must be tired of hearing about the crap at my work.”

Alex said honestly, “No. I’m interested in things that affect you. Besides, you never know where a fantasy might lead you....”

He grinned. “Tell me how you’d revenge yourself on Michele Broussard.”

Eden’s face lit up in answering laughter and then grew more somber. “I’ve had chances over the years to sell her formulas. We’re a small, niche company compared to the cosmetics giants, but every now and then I’ve been approached to ‘assist’ other companies by giving them access to Michele’s proprietary information. But I wouldn’t do that.”

“Selling her formulas,” he mused, nodding. “That would be one way to pay her back. How else could we make her feel your pain? Talk to me. It’ll be therapeutic.”

She sighed, a somber expression on her face. “Like I said. There aren’t a lot of good options. The straight-forward method would be taking a hit out on her and Wendi, but I don’t think I can hide the cash trail.”

The tone of her voice was flippant enough to tell him she’d never use violence, but he saw the grim light in her eyes. For a moment, he wished he were just her boyfriend. Simple and uncomplicated. In that scenario, he’d whisk her off to his apartment, take her in his arms and make love to her until dawn—no thought of business, no need to tempt her into anything more than sleeping with him.

Eden said, almost to herself, “The board would have to appoint me CEO then, and I don’t think they’d hesitate because there’s no one else at the top who could possibly do the job. Sol Klineman knows my work. He and Sarah Briggs and A. R. Reynolds. Michele would find herself ousted from the company she founded.”

She fell silent then, her gaze brooding on the glass in front of her.

Watching Eden, Alex knew the moment he’d been waiting for was close. Without a doubt, the conversation had strayed into his territory.

She looked up, sending him a swift smile that faded as quickly as it dawned. “I don’t know any hit men, though. And I’m not much into eternal damnation, which I think is pretty much called for when you have a couple of people killed off.”

Looking down at his glass, Alex knew he had to make his move. There was no use in looking for just the right words. “There are other ways to find revenge. Even more satisfying ways.”

She glanced at him, her brows lifted in inquiry.

“This is about business,” he said. “A business revenge would be appropriate, don’t you think?”

“What do you mean?” She was frowning now.

Alex leaned back in the booth, releasing her hand. Despite his admittedly devious means of meeting Eden, he had his own kind of ethics. He’d found he could be somewhat flexible in his business dealings, but with her he wanted to be at least emotionally honest. He wouldn’t use the sway of sexual eroticism, wouldn’t sleep with her before he’d laid his cards on the table.

He very much wanted to sleep with her.

“I’ve told you a little about me,” he said, jumping in despite his uncertainty about her response, “and you’ve said that you’d heard a few things about the way I work. You know I buy companies, take them apart and sell the assets. I make a good profit and get the most out of already-foundering companies. I think of it as a kind of euthanasia.”

Alex sent a level glance across the table. “I can be very effective, Eden, and I don’t let people get away with taking advantage of me or of the people I care about.”

He paused. “I care about you.”

With a fierceness he found disconcerting, he wanted her to believe him. His plan was the best deal for Eden. It was the only way she didn’t end up getting shafted. 

Her face softened a little in the candlelight before she said simply, “I like you, too.”

“As you’ve talked about the things going on at Michele Cosmetics,” he said, automatically laying the foundation, “it started me thinking.”

“About what?” she asked, a tiny pucker between her brows.

“Michele’s business,” Alex responded. “And it’s value...and things like that.”

She frowned, clearly trying to puzzle out his meaning.

Leaning forward again, he took her hand in his, somehow needing the physical connection. “Would you really like to see Michele get what she deserves?”

“Yes,” Eden said slowly. “I gave her twelve years of my life. I never thought it would come to this. For years, she was the most honest, fair-minded person I knew. I respected her, but now....”

“You feel betrayed. Like she was lying to you all those years. You’ve talked about how she’s neglected the company in the last three or four years. How out-of-touch she is with the business and the industry in general. You’ve said she’s getting older and needs to retire. Sales are dropping because you’ve had your hands tied by not being completely at the helm.” He paused, letting his words sink in as he made his case, praying she could see his sincerity. He only wanted the best for her, no matter how self-serving his initial actions had been.

“Michele is making stupid, foolish decisions. She’s screwed you over because she’s getting her rocks off with a man who wants to get his niece a job. And this after you’ve done nothing but give the company and Michele your best. She doesn’t give a crap about anyone but Carl, and through him, Wendi.”

“Michele thinks she’s in love,” Eden murmured, a bitter, sad smile on her lips. “She gave her life to this company after her son died. I guess when she met Carl, she felt he was her last chance at having a personal life.”

“Maybe so, but that still doesn’t give her the right to screw you over and hand her company to Wendi.”

“I can’t disagree with you,” Eden said shortly. “So what are you suggesting I should do?”

“I think,” he said, his voice soft, “you could help me get control of Michele’s company. If we break down the production lines, sell off the formulas and the buildings as well as the equipment. Maybe even sell the use of the company logo—there’s real money to be made. And all I’d have to do is gain control of the board of directors.”

Eden stared at him, surprise on her face.

“Gain control of the board...with my help,” she concluded slowly, her gaze fastened on him.

“Yes. This way, you could get revenge on Michele, and let’s not forget Wendi, by helping me gain control and break down the company into profitable, easily-disposed-of assets. It’s really the only way to insure you get what should have been fair compensation for all the investment you have in Michele Cosmetics.”

Sitting across the table, her hand slack in his, Eden continued to stare at him, her expression unreadable.

“Like I said,” Alex said, “I’ve been thinking about branching out of the computer industry for awhile now. And a week or so ago, after you’d told me a little about what was going on, I started thinking about...Michele getting what she deserves. Why should she get to keep a company you’ve maintained for her? If you get booted out, maybe she should, too.”

Eden pulled her hand out of his grasp. “So...you’re talking about a takeover? Like you’ve done with Connelly Data and Grafix Net and the others?”

“Something like that.” He nodded, still trying to gauge her response. Was she understanding how this could really work for her? Could she see that he was really on her side?

“Just like that,” she snapped her fingers, “Michele Cosmetics a thing of the past.”

Alex laughed softly, “Well, maybe not that easily, but it wouldn’t be hard. After I started thinking about it, I talked to my right hand guy, you remember meeting Bryan Zilkowski?”

She nodded.

“Well, I talked with him and several others. We gathered some data and ran a feasibility study. It looks good.”

“Good,” she said, her face blank, as if she were stunned.

Alex pressed home his point. “It would serve Michele right, wouldn’t it? Over and over, she promised you the CEO position when she retired, and then she screwed you and brought Wendi in. With my plan, you could return the favor. Wendi Williams would get squat—no promotion in two years, no job bought for her by her uncle. And you’d get a nice settlement and nothing to keep you from seeking a job in the industry you love. Win-win.”

“Except for Michele,” Eden said slowly.

“And Wendi and Carl,” he interpolated.

“And everyone else who works at Michele Cosmetics.”

Alex frowned. “The rest of the employees get settlement packages as well, of course. And you get your revenge. Beautiful, isn’t it? You get what you deserve.”

“I don’t know, Alex,” she traced a pattern on the table cloth. “I’m not sure I want to completely bring the company down. I mean, there are a lot of people in the company who like their jobs and might not want to start over somewhere else, even if they do get a settlement. I’d be changing their lives completely...just to accomplish my own ends.”

He fell silent, hating this moment. He really didn’t want her to feel pushed, but she was sitting on the edge of a precipice anyway. Better to jump with a parachute than get pushed over the edge with nothing to cushion her landing. With his plan, she might pull something out of all these years of work. Still, he hated having to reveal everything he knew in order to help Eden see her own best interests.

Alex shrugged, burying his anxiety. It had do be done. “So...what are you going to do? Stay there, working until Michele retires or until Wendi and Carl make up some reason to fire you? What else can they do with you having trained Wendi and being so much more damned efficient than she is?”

“I don’t know,” Eden said.

“Then,” he continued, his voice low, “there’s always the chance that...your Uncle George of ‘Beauty by Georgette’ will become a real problem when Wendi’s at the wheel.”

She looked up sharply. “What do you mean?”

With a genuinely rueful smile, Alex said, “When we do a feasibility study, we frequently round up as much information as we can on the principle players. George Thompson popped up on your info. He’s the uncle you were hoping would give you a job, isn’t he? Unfortunately, he’s also one of Michele’s biggest competitors. That family tie didn’t show up on your employment profile, so I’m guessing no one at Michele Cosmetics knows you’re related to him. You didn’t reveal it because you knew they’d consider that relationship to involve a conflict of interest, right?”

Her normally-readable face went blank.

"I'm sorry," he said honestly. "But you're in a bad spot, aren't you?"

* * * * * * * * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Eden felt the pounding of her heart in her ears, the moment seeming crystal clear as shock reverberated through her. Alex knew about her uncle!

Had the truth had caught up with her? If Michele or Wendi and Carl found out, she was screwed.

Sitting across the table from her, Alex looked gorgeous and, suddenly, dangerous as hell. As deceptively perilous as a rip tide under a peaceful surface.

As usual, he wore a simple sport coat and coordinating shirt as he leaned back comfortably in his chair, smiling at her with that warmth and sincerity that left her aching to kiss him.

But he’d found her secret and she knew, instantly, that the next few minutes could spell her doom.

Staring across the table at him, Eden came face to face with a reality she’d been trying to avoid since first getting involved with him. Alex Holt was hazardous. She’d heard about his intelligence, his charm and his reputation for playing hardball, but she’d almost forgotten the latter, which would be a very foolish thing to do. Especially now that he possessed a piece of information that could blow her out of her job if he chose to use it against her.

Would he?

She wasn’t sure. They’d only been dating a month. How well did she really know him?

Finding her voice with difficulty, she said, “When my uncle refused to hire me after college, I tried the honest approach. But as soon as I went the full disclosure route at several other cosmetics firms, the door was politely, but firmly shut on me. So I applied at Michele Cosmetics and I lied my head off. ‘Nope, I had no ties to the cosmetics industry. Nope, I knew no one in the business. I was just out of school and, hell no, I’d never even had contact with anyone who might prove a risk of industrial espionage.’ I lied so they’d give me a chance to prove myself.”

“Completely understandable...to me, if not to Michele. And Carl and Wendi won’t give a shit. They’re looking for any reason to dump you. Even if you have the purest of motives, they want you out,” Alex said.

Sitting across from her, a soft light in his incredible blue eyes, he smiled a lopsided, rueful grin. Such a simple facial expression, but she found her heart rate kicking up at the gleam in his eye—just as if his previous words hadn’t knocked her for a loop.

Up until this moment they’d simply been talking about her problems at work, hadn’t they?

She sat here now, suddenly chilled, wondering if the conversation was about something very different? Did Alex have an agenda of his own or was he honestly trying to solve her problem?

Reading other people’s motives got to be second nature for someone who had pushed her way ahead in the business world. Was Alex a good guy or an asshole happened to give millions to charity?

Frustrated, she tried to puzzle him out. Only he was so damned complicated. So warm and engaging and hot...and so intelligent. On a conscious level, she knew he had an incredible ability to manipulate other people. He wouldn’t be as financially successful if he couldn’t work people. Could he do it while still making them feel special?

The thought scared the hell out of her.

“What are you going to do when Wendi and Carl—or Michele, finds out that she’s been harboring her enemy’s niece?” Alex asked. “Things could get much worse, even, than they are now. You might not just be kept as low man on the totem pole, you might be kicked out completely with no severance or reference. That kind of thing leaves a bad stain on a person’s work history. You’ve got to think about that and protect yourself. Especially now.”

Eden said nothing, her brain sprinting in ten directions simultaneously. She’d been dating Alex for the past four weeks and had thought they were growing close. Close enough for her to start worrying about whether she had clean sheets on her bed and clean towels in the bathroom. Hell, she’d been half-expecting to sleep with him tonight.

He was an attractive man who kissed with a wickedly wonderful sizzle. Damn right, she’d wanted to go to bed with him ten minutes ago. Heaven help her, on a purely physical level, she still did, but now she sat across from him wondering whether he was a really amazing snake in the grass or the answer to her prayers. The matter seemed undecided at the moment.

Did he have any reason to rat her out to Michele?

“So, you’re actually considering a takeover bid for Michele Cosmetics?” Her voice sounded surprisingly level, normal, as if she weren’t panicked enough to throw up. He knew about her uncle and he might actually want to tear apart her company!

He shrugged. “Doesn’t it make sense? Serves my purpose—I told you I’d been wanting to branch out—serves your purpose.... We could make a great team.”

His words accompanied the warm glow in his eyes.

“You’re wanting to branch out. You said that was why you were at the AIDS benefit where I was mugged,” she said, her brain feeling sluggish.

“Yes,” he agreed, the corner of his mouth curling attractively.

“You were there picking out your next victim,” Eden said, in a daze and determined not to show it. Her finger continued casually circling the top of her wine glass.

“That’s not usually how we phrase it,” Alex said, his voice pained, that killer smile on his sexy mouth.

“But basically, that’s why you were there,” she said, forcing a smile to soothe the sting out of her words.

“Partly.” He leaned forward, capturing her hand in his light, strong clasp. “Then I met you.”

Eden said nothing, her head a jumble of questions, suspicions and...threaded through it all, longing. She had really liked this guy. Was he playing straight with her? And even if he was, wasn’t he a potential danger to both her personally and to her company?

She was her job. It wasn’t just a matter of shaking off the last twelve years of her life and moving on. Her world was centered on Michele Cosmetics. She’d never been one to sit by and watch as trouble went down. Directing her own fate had always seemed preferable, but she was so blown away by the last fifteen minutes, she wasn’t sure what she should do.

Chocolate milk and Paydays couldn’t touch the stress she was feeling at this moment. She needed the hard stuff, dark chocolate Godiva, at least.

What the hell was she going to do?

“We’ve spent a lot of time together in the last month. We don’t know everything about one another, but I know you’re smart and sweet,” Alex said, his voice low. “You have an addiction to chocolate milk that most people outgrow by their teens. You feel wonderful in my arms when we dance. I know how you taste.”

He leaned closer, the palm of his hand was warm and strong as it smoothed over her arm.

A sudden sensation of breathlessness held Eden captive. She’d done her fair share of dating. She knew the risks of forgetting that even the apparently “perfect” man had his flaws. But, damn, this guy was good. Really, really good. 

Sitting here across from him, she had to acknowledge the possibility that she’d been facing the world alone for too damned long because...she wanted to believe in him. Even now when he might be trying to snatch the rug out from under her.

Then again, she’d often wondered if there was insanity in her family. Her mother had lived her whole life believing charming, devious men.

Alex continued, saying, “The situation at Michele Cosmetics is draining the life out of you. You have to take action and I think my way is the best.”

Eden could only look at him, her hard-headed instincts keeping her from committing herself either way. She had to face the possibility that he would enlighten Michele about her family connection to George if she didn’t go along with his plans for the company.

She couldn’t rule out the possibility, no matter how much she wanted to. 

Play the game, she told herself. It had never come naturally to her, but she’d certainly been doing the corporate tango long enough now. Right now, she couldn’t be sure of her best option. She needed to buy some time.

“I don’t know,” she said slowly.

“Will you think about it? Think about letting me help you?” he pressed, now smoothing her hand with his thumb.

“Yes.” Hell, she’d think about little else.

The warning system in her gut told her Alex might not be telling her everything. Was anyone in business ever completely honest? In the last month, she’d learned how damned intelligent he was. How quick and clear in his decisions. No matter how good he kissed or how much she wanted to sleep with him, she needed to answer the question, was he really a deceitful bastard? 

Either way, she had to make a decision about his offer. And soon.

***
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“I don’t know,” Jessica said, folding up her yoga mat as the other class participants filtered out of the room. “He actually said he’ll tear Michele Cosmetics down for you? Wow, for a romantic gesture, it beats offering to let you be on top.”

Still sitting on her mat, her muscles aching from the early morning yoga class her best friend had talked her into taking, Eden couldn’t help smiling at Jess’ words.

Eden responded, “Wow is right. Alex was very clear. He’s willing to help me out by acquiring and dismantling the company.”

“That’s good of him, I guess,” Jess commented, tucking her mat into her bag. “And besides the good feelings he’d get from ‘helping’ you, he’d also earn a massive profit. Damn, this guy does like a win-win situation.”

“Definitely.”

“And he seemed so great,” Jessica complained. “When we all met for dinner last week, he was so charming and confident. Greg and I both really liked him. The two of you seemed terrific together. Of course, he does have that ‘aura of power’ thing going for him and that should have put me on my guard. Guys like that can be ruthless when they’re going after something they want. Money can bring out the bastard in the best men.”

“Yes,” Eden agreed, squelching the desire to reiterate her impression of Alex’s genuine good-guy potential. She didn’t need to defend him to Jess. If he was a louse, he was a louse. Even shitty guys could have hot bodies and terrific smiles...and kiss really great.

“On the other hand,” Jessica said thoughtfully. “Michele does deserved to be raped-over business-wise for basically doing the same thing to you. I have to agree with Alex on that point.”

Not responding, Eden got up and began rolling her mat to leave. She’d slept very little last night, trying to decide what she should do.

“Bottom line,” Jessica declared. “You don’t know whether or not this guy wants you or the company.”

“No.”

Hoisting her bag over her shoulder, Jess said briskly, “There is one way to find out the truth, dig for dirt. And if I do say so, my husband would be a terrific ally in dirt-finding.”

Eden turned a long glance on her friend. “You think I should have Alex checked out?”

Shrugging, Jessica said, “Absolutely. Greg is in a position to find out who’s buying what. You need to know if you’re under siege and, as much as you hate it, you’re going to have to play the corporate game if you don’t want to get screwed. Listen to the voice of experience. Know your enemies...and your options.”

***
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Sitting at her desk later that day, her brooding gaze fixed unseeing on the open doorway, Eden couldn’t help but feeling really annoyed with her uncle.

She repositioned the phone cradled to her ear. “No, mother, I did not have a fight with Uncle George. You know I wouldn’t do that. We just had lunch.”

“Well,” her mother said in a soft, complaining voice, “he seemed a little out of temper when I called him a few minutes ago. He mentioned that he’d seen you and he seemed irritable.”

“George is always irritable.”

“Well, we don’t want to upset him. He’s my only brother and he’s got a lot on his mind,” Sharon insisted.

Eden said nothing, not choosing to enter into a discussion of George’s mind. He’d built a respectable company through hard work, but when it came to people the man was a bastard.

It all really went back to George’s opinion of his sister and Eden’s mother. Thirty years ago, Sharon had gotten pregnant and had married her shiftless, out-of-work lover, sinking her in George’s eyes to her husband’s level. Once George checked someone off his list, they stayed off the list.

“I know you and George haven’t always seen eye-to-eye,” Sharon said.

Shuffling through a product development report on her desk, Eden murmured absently, “We don’t see each other enough for that to be a problem, Mother.”

It wasn’t necessary to point the truth out to Sharon. On some level, she knew her brother had contempt for her. George had long dismissed his sister and her children as worthless, but relationship reality had never particularly been important to Sharon.

“You’ve never tried to be nice to your uncle,” her mother complained. “I know we didn’t see him much when you were growing up, but down deep in his heart George is a good man. He was the sweetest big brother when we were children.”

“Mmmm,” Eden said noncommittally. Sharon’s view of men in general tended toward the over-optimistic. And her opinion of George fell far left of the truth.

While he flourished financially, building Beauty By Georgette into a million-dollar entity, Sharon’s family had struggled to get off welfare. Eden knew her father, who’d deserted their family, was a loser. Her mother showed a positive flair for making incredibly foolish, highly emotional decisions, but that didn’t give George the right to condemn any of them.

“George will always be my big brother,” Sharon said, her voice losing some of it’s softness. “He might not be the most generous man, but he’s doing the best he can.”

“Of course, he is,” Eden said, mendaciously, her gaze scanning the paper in her hand. Tucking the phone against her shoulder, she drew her briefcase from under her desk and inserted the report. She’d finish reading it tonight at home.

“George sounds tough on the outside,” her mother said, “but inside he’s really a softie.”

Eden didn’t challenge the statement. There was no point in discussing her uncle. George was just George. Stubborn and pig-headed. He never came right out and declared that his refusal to employ her had anything to do with her “bad blood.” He said he didn’t believe in nepotism. That was all he’d say. Nepotism robbed people of the drive to earn success on their own.

Ignoring the urge to give vent to a bitter, ironic laugh, she slid her case back under her desk. Despite George’s refusal to consider hiring her, she couldn’t be said to lack drive. If George hadn’t been such a pompous, judgmental asshole, by now she’d probably have been a threat to his position at Beauty By Georgette. Instead, she’d struck out on her own and made herself a career at Michele Cosmetics.

Which left her right where she was now—up a creek with few paddle-options.

“Well,” Eden said, changing the subject, “I’m glad you’re feeling better. That cold sounded nasty last month.”

She found it was best to stick with the superficial topics with her mother. It made life simpler and caused less distress all the way around.

“Yes,” her mother agreed, giving vent to a soft, muffled cough.

A few minutes later after their goodbyes had been said, Eden lowered the report and stared into the space over her desk.

Dammit, Michele had been the woman Eden wished her own mother could have been. Hard-working and fair, Michele had never been particularly demonstrative, but Eden thought she had known how important she was to the older woman. For years they’d worked together tirelessly building Michele Cosmetics. It was Michele’s mentoring that had given Eden the push to begin aiming for the highest echelons of the corporate world.

A few years ago, Michele had begun referring to Eden as her successor. She’d outright promised her the CEO position time and time again. Then the intelligent woman Eden had respected and cared for met Carl. It was as if “love” had erased every positive aspect of the years Michele and she had worked together.

Now Eden was on the brink of losing everything. But, as she’d told Jessica, she wasn’t sure she could help Alex tear the company apart. Before being promoted, she’d been in charge of Human Resources at Michele. She knew most of the employees by name. Was she now considering putting them all out of work?

Even if she wasn’t, Alex was.

What was he really up to? Had his interest in his own business ventures superseded his interest in Eden?

Her mind flashing back to their times together in the last month, she registered a pain in her gut. He’d been pretty terrific. Sensitive, but not wimpy. Powerful and yet not pushy. Just last week she’d started letting herself think he might be for real. The guy for her.
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